254                                 CONFESSIONS OF

Lord Bacon it is who notices the subtle policy which may
lurk in the mere external figure of a table. A square table,
haying an undeniable head and foot, two polar extremities
of what is highest and lowest, a perihelion and an aphelion,
together with equatorial sides, opens at a glance a large
career to ambition ; whilst a circular table sternly represses
all such aspiring dreams, and so does a triangular table. Yet,
if the triangle should be right-angled, then the Lucifer
seated at the right angle might argue that he subtended all
the tenants of the hypothenuse ; being, therefore, as much
nobler than they as Atlas was nobler than the globe which
he carried. It was, by the way, some arrangement of this
nature which constituted the original feature of distinction
in John o' Groat's house, and not at all (as most people
suppose) the high northern latitude of this house. John, it
seems, finished the feuds for precedency, not by legislating
this way or that, but by cutting away the possibility of
such feuds through the assistance of a round table. The
same principle must have guided King Arthur amongst his
knights, Charlemagne amongst his paladins, and 'sailors in
their effectual distribution of the peril attached to a muti-
nous remonstrance by the admirable device of a " round-
robin.'7 Even two little girls, as Harrington remarks in his
c< Oceana," have oftentimes hit upon an expedient, through
pure mother-wit, more effectual than all the schools of
philosophy could have suggested, for insuring the impartial
division of an orange; which expedient is that either of the
two shall divide, but then that the other shall have the right
of choice. You divide, and I choose. Such is the formula ;
and an angel could not devise a more absolute guarantee for
the equity of the division than by thus forcing the divider
to become the inheritor of any possible disadvantages that he
may have succeeded in creating by his own act of division.
In all these cases one seemingly trivial precaution opens, in
the next stage, into a world of irresistible consequences.
And, in our case, an effect not less disproportionate followed
out of that one accident, apparently so slight, that we had no
playground. We of the seniority, who, by thoughtfulness,
and the conscious dignity of dealing largely with literature,
were already indisposed to boyish sports, found, through the